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Suspense Film Dramatizes Kennedy Assassination 


By. NORA SAYRE 

If disbelief is one of our, 
healthiest national reflexes, 
at least it has been well ex- 
ercised in the years between 
the Warren Report and the 
latest protestations about the 
nonbeing of those President- 
ial tapes. The only danger is 
that fact itself can be a vic- 
tim of disbelief: Ugly news 
that happens to be true be- 
comes easier to ignore, and 
good news gets rejected with 
a cackle. 

“Executive Actiofo,” which 
opened yesterday at the 
Coronet, offers a tactful, low- 
key blend of fact and inven- 
tion. The film makers do not 
insist that the\r have solved 
John Kennedy's murder;, in- 
stead, they simply evoke 
what might have happened, 
according to various re- 
searchers, including Mark 
Lane. 

The result is a ,cool, skill- 
ful, occasionally confusing 
argument for conspiracy. , 
Wealthy rightwingers (Burt 
Lancaster and Robert Ryan) 
wanted Kennedy removed be- 
cause he was going to sign 
the test-ban treaty, -“lead the 
black revolution” and prob- 
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EXE,CUT(VE ACTION, directed by David 
Mi. I lor; streennlav by Da I fan Trumbo; 
shrry by Dan aid Freed and Mark Lane;' 
01 rector of photography, Robert Stead- 
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National General Pictures. At the Coro- 
net Theater, Third Avenue at '59th 
Srreer. Running time 91 minutes. This 
film is classified PG. 
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ably pull out of Vietnam. The 
last two points may give you 
the hiccups, but that is what 
these characters say. 

« 

Like icalm businessmen, 
they organize the event 
While three talented marks- 
men rehearse by shooting at 
dummies in a car driven 
through the desert, the con- 
spirators search for a nut to 
use as a patsy. 

Throughout the stress is on 
technology — * even Oswald’s 
name comes out of a com- 
puter. The movie follows tie 
“second Oswald” theory,.. and 
this part of the ' plot is dbftly 
constructed, as is the. disap- 


pearance of the three marks- 
men, also the calculations to 
“have the F.B.I. watching the 
■ CT.A.” and vice versa, while 
relying on the inefficiency of 
the* Secret Service. 

The- conspirators are 
cleverly cloaked in the style 
of Camelot itself. Lancaster 
and Ryan appear as pensive, 
practical semi-academics, ra- 
- tionally planning an act as 
bloody as a small foreign in- 
vasion. (They admit that they 
sometimes “sound like gods,” 
since they are also planning 
the world’s future — “Well, 
somebody's got to do it.”) 
Both have the confidence and 
the casual class that we re- 
call- in many Kennedy ap- 
pointees. Lancaster, looking 
miraculously young, overdoes 
the “sincerity” at moments— 
an old habit of his. And there 
are too many shots of the 
conspirators smiling ironical- 
ly at once another. But Ryan 
is wonderfully benign and 
wry, wisely underplaying 
s where others might have 
’gone all out for evil. 

, However, it is far more 
.■ painful - to think of Ryan’s 
;death — a few weeks after 
this movie was finished — 



than Kennedy’s. And that is 
the problem lurking in this 
movie. Television footage is 
used to paw at the public’s 
sentiments; we see Kennedy 
smiling and golfing and kiss- 
ing his children, as well as 
making speeches. But “Ex- 
ecutive Action” is emotional- 
ly disconnected from history 
to the degree that those with 
an affection for suspense 
can enjoy the build-up of the 
plotting — even though we 
know how the assassination 
turned out. 

0 

Despite the flags crawling 
down flagpoles and the drum- . 
beats, a national trauma has 
become a competent thriller. 
And it is just as well. Re- 
living the shock of that kill- 
ing would hardly benefit any 
kind ofj audience now. 

So whether you chime with 
this interpretation, or, like a 
few I know, decide to em- 
brace all the conspiracy theo- 
ries of the assassination, the 
movie is useful in rousing 
the questions once again. The 
film’s sternest and strongest 
point is that only a crazed 
person acting on his o w n 
would have been acceptable 
to the American public — 
which, at that time, certainly 
did not want to believe in a 
conspiracy. 



